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JACKSONS

The Jackson family arrived in the Rio Grande Valley in the 1850s when Nathaniel Jackson (1798–1865) and his
freed wife, Matilda Hicks (c. 1801–unknown) and children left Alabama along with eleven other freedmen—all
seeking sanctuary from the Fugitive Slave Act (1851). The Jackson Ranch was established in 1857, and the
family grew produce and raised cattle, sheep, and goats. Two sons, Eli and Martin Jackson, established a
family cemetery (1865) and one of the first Protestant churches in Hidalgo County (1910). Owing to their own
experience, the family was known to help other enslaved and freed people. As one of the earliest documented
African-American communities in the region, the Jacksons contributed to the Rio Grande Valley's history of
ranching, resistance, and relgion. The location of their land along the Mexican border and its historical
significance predate the U.S. Civil War and remains relevant today.
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WEBBERS

John Ferdinand Webber (c. 1795–1882) and Silvia Hector (c. 1807–1882) were a biracial ranching and farming
family who moved to the Rio Grande Valley in the 1850s. Silvia Hector was a previously enslaved AfricanAmerican, who bore John Webber's three children during her enslavement to Cryer family. In 1834, the couple
arranged to a trade for Silvia's and their children's emancipation. However, despite Silvia's freed status
interracial marriage was illegal in Texas. Like other mixed race families in Texas, the Webbers faced mounting
racial discrimination and hostility in Central Texas, so in 1853, John purchased 8,880+ acres in Hidalgo County
to resettle their family further south. They established Webber's Ranch they raised their 13 children before the
U.S. Civil War once again forced the Webbers south—this time to Mexico—as the Confederate Army occupied
the family's ranch. John and Sylvia are buried at the Webber Ranch Cemetery near Donna, which is soon
receive a Texas Historical Marker for "undertold topics" in recognition of their resistance to slavery in Texas.

RIO
GRANDE
VALLEY
HISTORY

BIDDYS

Daughter of John F. Webber and Silvia, a freed woman, Sarah Jane Webber (1838–1911), was born a free
biracial woman in Webberville, Texas. Jasper Biddy (1839–1902) was a white man, who enlisted and served in
the Confederate Army under Capt. Thomas' Company of Partisan Rangers. After the Civil War, Sarah and
Jasper met and married in 1868. Together they raised five children. The Biddy family owned, farmed, and
ranched 2,000 acres on the original Spanish land grant of La Blanca. It is unique that Sarah, a biracial woman,
registered and possessed the rights to land as well as cattle marks and brands in Hidalgo County. Husband
Jasper served as Hidalgo County Commissioner and later County Sheriff.
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CALLANDRETS

Jean Marie “Joe” Callandret (1883–1931) and his wife, Fannie, moved from Louisiana to San Benito,
Texas in 1908. Joe was a farmer and businessman, who was bilingual in English and French. He and
Fannie raised six children and were among twenty-four African American families living in San Benito
during the 1920s. In 1921, San Benito became the first Texas school district to establish a school for
black children. However, the one-room schoolhouse fell into disrepair, was relocated several times, and
was once destroyed by a hurricane. Seeking a more permanent structure for her community, Fannie
donated land to the San Benito School District in 1948. A new two-room cinderblock schoolhouse
opened in 1952, and the Joe Callandret School served Black children from San Benito and Harlingen
until school integration in 1960. Today the former school serves as the Callendret Black History
Museum. For images or to learn more visit: http://www.callandretmuseum.com/

RIO
GRANDE
VALLEY
HISTORY

MISS ARCHER

Parthenia Archer (1920–2003) was born in Cuero, Texas and was a lifelong educator and resident of South
Texas. She taught elementary school and special education for nearly 40 years and was herself a lifelong
learner. As a child, Miss Archer attended Booker T. Washington School (Harlingen) until 8th grade and then
returned to Cuero for high school. After attending St. Philip's College (San Antonio), Miss Archer continued
her education, earning a BA in education from Huston-Tillotson (Austin) and her first MEd from Texas
Southern University (Houston) followed by a second from Texas A & I University (Kingsville). She taught for
four years in Mission before moving to Weslaco in 1947. Miss Archer became the school teacher and principal
at the segregated school on Pino Street, which she successfully lobbied to name Beatrice Allen Elementary
School. As two of only a few Black educators in Hidalgo County, Miss Archer and Mrs. Betts regularly worked
together to provide joint activities for their students. After school integration, Miss Archer taught classes at
Roosevelt, Sam Houston and Stephen F. Austin before retiring in 1982 from Weslaco ISD and later All Faith
Christian Academy in Harlingen.
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FORT
RINGGOLD

The Ninth U.S. Cavalry, including the famed Buffalo Soldiers, were sent to Fort Ringgold to protect the border
and its citizens from violence. Fresh from victory in Cuba, African American soldiers of Troop D found
themselves at a fort with the former residence of Confederate General Robert E. Lee, but they also suffered
discrimination and repeated harassment from the people of Rio Grande City, whom they were to protect.
Racial tensions escalated on the evening of November 20, 1899, when the citizens attacked and fired upon the
barracks at Fort Ringgold, resulting in Second Lieutenant E.H. Rubottom repelling the assault with Gatling
guns. News reports at the time reflect the divided interpretation of events and subsequent investigations failed
to assign blame or denounce the racial motivation of the attack.
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FORT BROWN

On August 13, 1906, citizens of Brownsville alleged that African American soldiers with the 25th US Infantry at
Fort Brown raided the city, resulting in property damages and the death of local bartender. However, in
response to rising racial tension, Major Penrose confined soldiers to their quarters that day—a subsequent roll
call and weapons check confirmed it could not have been the infantrymen. Still President Theodore Roosevelt
dishonorably discharged the entire regiment (167 African American soldiers) without evidence, including six
Medal of Honor recipients and First Sgt. Mingo Sanders. The news reporting of the "Brownsville Affair" shifted
in the months following its investigation. However, the wrongful discharge of the soldiers and the racist court
martial and convictions, including Penrose and Sanders, were not reversed until 1972.
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MRS. PULLAM

Mittie Anita (Williams) Pullam (1913–2009) was not only a beloved educator, but she was once the first
African-American teacher and principal for Brownsville ISD. Mrs. Pullam earned a Bachelor's Degree in
Literary Arts from Samuel Houston College in Austin and a Master's Degree in Education from Texas Southern
University. In 1947, she began teaching at the segregated school for African Americans in Brownsville,
Frederick Douglass Elementary School (located on E. Fronton St.). Later in the 1960s, owing to Mrs. Pullam's
high standards for curriculum, the school was incorporated into Skinner Elementary, where she continued
teaching until her retirement in 1975—the same year she was recognized as BISD's Elementary Teacher of the
Year. Mrs. Pullam's devotion to students touched many generations and inspired a grassroots campaign to
name a school in her honor. Mittie Pullam Elementary School in Brownsville honors her three decades of
service to her community.
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MRS. BETTS

Melissa Dotson Betts (1902–1988) was a devoted and trailblazing Rio Grande Valley educator. She attended
Wiley College (Marshall, TX) and earned her BA from Texas Southern University (Houston). Mrs. Betts began
her teaching career in San Benito (1929–1934), but in 1935, she began teaching in Edinburg first at E. W.
Norman School and later at George Washington Carver Elementary School (1014 E. Lovett). Mrs. Betts split her
time between teaching during the week in Edinburg and spending time with her husband, Everett, in San
Benito on the weekends. Like most teachers at segregated schools, Mrs. Betts was the sole teacher for
multiple grade levels at Carver, and she was also expected to fulfill the roles of principal, counselor, cook,
custodian, and even groundskeeper. She later taught at Austin Elementary and was one of a handful of Black
teachers, who experienced both segregated and integrated education in the Valley. She retired in 1969, and
30 years later Edinburg CISD opened Melissa Dotson Betts Elementary School in honor of her service.
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RESTLAWN

According to its Texas Historical Commission marker, Restlawn Cemetery in Edinburg “is believed to be the only
graveyard in Hidalgo County dedicated for African American burials.” The cemetery sits on the far northwest
corner of Hillcrest Memorial Park. Though it went unnamed until 1993, Restlawn is the final resting place for
generations of African Americans, including people born into slavery. Although most graves are unmarked,
names like Baker, Bass, Booker, Callis, Durden, Hill, Parnell, Wards, and White are among those interred at
Restlawn. The preservation of the cemetery has long been a community effort. Annual Juneteenth celebrations
have been held at Restlawn since 1996 to commemoratethe abolition of slavery in Texas but also the
contributions of African Americans to Edinburg's heritage and history.
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BETHEL GARDEN

Bethel Garden is the original site of Bethel Missionary Baptist Church, the first African American church in
McAllen. It was organized in 1936 by WWI Veteran Eugene Hubbard (1896–1975) and his wife Georgia (1896–
1940); Rev. R.P. Allen was the congregation's first pastor. When the City of McAllen recognized the Booker T.
Washington subdivision in the 1940s, the members of the church purchased a lot to build its permanent home.
However, as the congregation grew, it moved to a different locations and Little Bethel fell victim to demolition
by neglect. In 2015, new interest in the original site grew, as members of the community sought to plant a
garden to honor its past and beautify its future. In 2021, Bethel Garden was rededicated, and students from
McAllen ISD and South Texas College painted new murals for Faith, Unity, Hope and Love, paying homage to
Bethel Missionary Baptist Church, La Paloma Neighborhood, Booker T. Washington School, and the legacy of
charitable service, respectively.
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JUNETEENTH

Juneteenth, or June 19th, is a federally recognized holiday commemorating the end of slavery in the United
States. Although President Lincoln issued the Emancipation Proclamation in 1863 to abolish slavery nationally,
Texas was the last Confederate state to emancipate enslaved people. In fact, freedom did not arrive for
nearly two years when federal troops assumed control of the state in Galveston and issued General Order
No. 3 on June 19, 1865, proclaiming independence for Black Texans. Opal Lee, a retired school teacher from
Texas, campaigned for decades for the national recognition of Juneteenth. Her efforts were rewarded on
June 17, 2021 when President Biden signed the Juneteenth National Independence Day Act into law.
Juneteenth has been celebrated locally since 1996.

RIO
GRANDE
VALLEY
HISTORY

RESOURCES

ORAL HISTORY INTERVIEWS
Julian and Hattie Mae (1917-2004) West describe their lives in
Edinburg, Texas, as members of the African American/Black
community in a 2-Part interview. Julian West's family arrived in
1930 as the second family in Edinburg. Mrs. West, who arrived
later, was a former nurse from Crockett. Mr. West was a
mechanic by trade and was drafted into WWII; he took
advantage of the G.I. Bill to further his education at Pan
American University. He worked for over 25 years at First State
Bank. The couple also discuss Jim Crow segregation, especially
with respect to local business and schools.
Lula Eugene "Jean" Stroud (nee Williams) is one of the oldest
surviving community members to live through segregation in
McAllen, TX. She discusses how her parents moved to Rio
Grande Valley from East Texas in the wake of the Great
Depression. She talks about growing up in this area, her
attendance at the Booker T. Washington School in McAllen,
Texas, what is was like to live in South Texas during segregation,
and many other aspects of African American life between 1930spresent day.

Learn more: https://utrgv.libguides.com/SCA/african-americans

